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Transnational Feminist Crossings: On Neoliberalism

and Radical Critique

W hat happens to feminist scholarship and theory in our neoliberal aca-
demic culture? Have global and domestic shifts in social movement ac-
tivism and feminist scholarly projects depoliticized antiracist, women-

of-color, and transnational feminist intellectual projects? By considering how
my own work has traveled, and what has been lost ðand foundÞ in translation
into various contexts, I offer some thoughts about the effects of neoliberal,
national-security-driven geopolitical landscapes and postmodern intellectual
framings of transnational, intersectional feminist theorizing and solidarity
work. Specifically, I suggest that the way my work has been adapted and de-
veloped within a few marginalized feminist scholarly and activist commu-
nities offers valuable lessons for all of us who are university-based feminists.
It highlights the limitations of postmodernist feminist knowledge projects
in the neoliberal academy.

Over the years my work has focused on decolonization in general, but
especially the decolonization of feminist scholarship and theory. I have ar-
gued against a scholarly view from above of marginalized communities of
women in the global South and North, calling instead for attention to his-
torical and cultural specificity in understanding their complex agency as sit-
uated subjects. Since the early 1990s my work has increasingly emphasized
the need for systemic analyses, for an examination of broader patterns and
structures of domination and exploitation. It is in the context of a call for
systemic analyses that I have argued for the building of resistance and sol-
idarities across borders. In an earlier essay ðMohanty 2003bÞ, I responded
to the misreading of my work as being against all forms of generalization.
Here I address another, related issue—the brusque dismissal of systemic
analysis of institutional processes as necessarily reductionist and totalizing
ðsometimes called modernistÞ, together with the claim that systemic analy-
sis cannot acknowledge the internal conflicts that compromise every system,
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every operation of power. In what follows, I want to argue that this par-
ticular postmodernist position converges with the proliferation of depoliti-
cized multiplicities that is a hallmark of neoliberal intellectual landscapes.
The danger is that the intellectual culture that is produced by this conver-
gence in effect domesticates power differences, transforming systemic proj-
ects of resistance into commodified, private acts of rebellion.

During a recent solidarity visit to the occupied Palestinian territories as
part of an Indigenous and Women of Color Solidarity Delegation, I con-
fronted the limits and possibilities of feminist critique across borders ðsee
Abdulhadi et al. 2011Þ. Learning about colonial technologies of occupa-
tion, about the intricate gendered and racialized exercises of power by the
Israeli state, I was more convinced than ever of the need for theory to address
fundamental questions of systemic power and inequities and to develop
feminist, antiracist analyses of neoliberalism, militarism, and heterosexism as
nation-state-building projects. Yet, back in neoliberal “posteverything” US
academic and political culture, I confront discursive shifts that mystify the
conditions in Palestine. Postmodernism would suggest a fluidity ðand mobil-
ityÞ of identities and subjects of liberation that obviate systemic critiques of
oppression. Postfeminist and postracial discourse would imply that Israelis
ðand Palestinians?Þ have moved beyond discrimination on the basis of gen-
der and race. Postintersectionality and some postcolonial, poststructural
theoretical paradigms would suggest the irrelevance of analyzing the sys-
tematic interconnections of institutionalized processes of racism, ðhet-
eroÞsexism, nationalism, and class exploitation in the colonial project of
Israeli occupation. None of these “post” frameworks is useful in making
sense of the landscape of violence, oppression, and incarceration that con-
stitutes everyday life for Palestinians in the 1948 territories and in the oc-
cupied West Bank. An analysis of the gendered, racialized, capitalist colonial
project of the Israeli state, ably supported by US economic and military
aid, must remain at the heart of any Palestinian feminist struggle, and at
the center of emancipatory knowledges and the theorizing of feminist sol-
idarity.1 This recognition of the limits ðand dangersÞ of the “posts” in Pal-
estine and the United States is key to the arguments of this essay.

Are we then left with a modernist ðread: outmodedÞ feminist emancipa-
tory project in Palestine? Minoo Moallem’s ð2006Þ essay is an example of

1 The “old” ðand enduringÞ hierarchies of colonialism, racism, classism, and ðheteroÞsexism
are alive and well in Palestine ðas they are in the United StatesÞ. Global processes of domination

and subordination are certainly complex in 2013, but the technologies of colonialism are still

accompanied by violence and exclusions that are systemic.
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feminist critique that I find remarkably generative, representative of a post-
modernist position that brings feminist critical-race, intersectionality theo-
rists and antiracist, transnational feminist theorists under the same umbrella.
Yet it is also deeply troubling. Moallem reviews several feminist texts, in-
cluding Global Critical Race Feminism ðWing 2000Þ and Feminism without
Borders ðMohanty 2003aÞ. Moallem suggests that “a modernist feminist
internationalist agenda” ð2006, 345Þ is problematic for two reasons. It as-
sumes an other—a unified subject that either has to be rescued or put in the
center of analysis. And it assumes that the local and the global can be con-
tained in a counternarrative of anticapitalism ðor antiglobalizationÞ rather
than approached as nonsystemic ruptures and discontinuities.2

This critique suggests that methodologies that entail institutional and sys-
temic analyses of power, anchored in the experiences of subordination and
resistance of the most marginalized communities of women, can be ðare?Þ
essentialist and reductionist ðthat they are not postmodernist and hence are
modernistÞ.3 This particular postmodernist critique falls short in some very
obvious ways. It cannot address the politics of colonialism and the strug-
gle for national liberation and social and economic justice that constitute
Palestinian feminist organizing and analysis at the present time. Claims con-
cerningmodernism and reductionism do not exhaust what can be said about
struggles for emancipation and freedom from systematic colonial oppres-
sion. Clearly there is a plurality of antiracist, postcolonial, transnational fem-
inist theorizing, and abundant feminist scholarship on the gendered limits
and dangers of nationalism ðnot to be confused with national liberationÞ, but
postmodernist critique that is skeptical of a systematic analysis of institu-
tionalized power and of decolonizing methodologies that center marginal-
ized experience ðwomen-of-color epistemologyÞ in struggles for justice is
seriously off the mark—as evidenced in the Palestinian context. After all, an
explanatory account of the systemic nature of power does not entail inat-
tentiveness to local contradictions or contexts of struggle. On the contrary,
such a sociopolitical explanation enables recognition of those moments of

2 There have been similar critiques of my work by a number of feminist scholars. See, espe-

cially, critiques by Rita Felski ð1997Þ, Linda Seidel ð2005Þ, Sunera Thobani ð2005Þ, and Kathryn

Trevenen ð2005Þ.
3 Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw’s work on intersectionality has been read similarly, with

critics often reducing the institutional analysis of state power and women-of-color episte-

mology to essentialist and reductive formulations. On the other hand, Chao-Ju Chen ð2007Þ
draws on the systemic, institutional analysis in Crenshaw’s work and my own to define the

politics of difference in Asian feminism in terms of a differentiated universalism in the context

of universal moral commitment.
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rupture and possibility that counterhegemonic movements can use to build
solidarities across borders.

The convergence of such critiques with the normalized neoliberal ratio-
nalities of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century bears examina-
tion. Is there a threshold of disappearance here—as Michel Foucault ð1969Þ
defines it—a point at which discursive formations are transformed? In an
insightful analysis, Kelly Coogan-Gehr ð2011Þ suggests that the emergence
of the categories third-world women and women of color in the 1980s
displaced and marginalized the scholarship of African American women,
thus marking a threshold of disappearance in feminist scholarship.

I want to raise a similar question in this essay. Does postmodernism
coupled with neoliberal knowledge economies in effect define a threshold
of disappearance where one conceptual frame ðsystemic or intersectionalÞ is
quietly subsumed under and supplanted by another emerging frame, one
that obscures crucial relations of power? In this essay, I explore a conver-
gence between neoliberalism and postmodernism that depoliticizes radical
theory ðor insurgent knowledge as I prefer to call itÞ. Coogan-Gehr’s anal-
ysis of the tensions between a politics of territoriality ðlocation and iden-
tityÞ and a politics of mobility ðFoucault’s notion of capillary politicsÞ in US
feminist scholarship on race is relevant to the discussion that follows.

Neoliberal landscapes and the depoliticization of antiracist

feminist thought

Neoliberalism has transformed material and ideological conditions in
ways that have profound implications for radical critique and insurgent
knowledges. Neoliberalism in the early twenty-first century is marked by
market-based governance practices on the one hand ðthe privatization, com-
modification, and proliferation of differenceÞ and authoritarian, national-
security-driven penal state practices on the other. Thus, while neoliberal
states facilitate mobility and cosmopolitanism ðtravel across bordersÞ for
some economically privileged communities, it is at the expense of the crim-
inalization and incarceration ðthe holding in placeÞ of impoverished com-
munities.4

The past decade has witnessed dramatic cuts in public funding for edu-
cation and increasing privatization of higher education around the world
ðsee Hanhardt et al. 2010; Ayers and Ayers 2011Þ. Julia Sudbury and Margo

4 See Sampaio ð2004Þ, Davis and Mendieta ð2005Þ, Harvey ð2005Þ, and Sudbury ð2005Þ
for analyses of the links between neoliberalism, incarceration, criminalization, and new social

movements.
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Okazawa-Rey ð2009Þ argue that radical knowledges are domesticated by the
neoliberal restructuring of higher education. As I suggest above, neoliberal
intellectual culture may well constitute a threshold of disappearance for
feminist, antiracist thought anchored in the radical social movements of the
twentieth century. Radical theory can in fact become a commodity to be
consumed; no longer seen as a product of activist scholarship or connected
to emancipatory knowledge, it can circulate as a sign of prestige in an elitist,
neoliberal landscape.

To trace this threshold of disappearance of antiracist feminist thought,
what is needed is an analysis of neoliberalism and the knowledge economy
that not only provides a critique of corporate rationality and labor prac-
tices in university settings and in the operation of state and transnational
governing institutions but also addresses the impact of neoliberalism on
social movements. Neoliberal governmentalities discursively construct a pub-
lic domain denuded of power and histories of oppression, where market
rationalities redefine democracy and collective responsibility is collapsed
into individual characteristics ðGiroux 2003Þ. Such normative understand-
ings of the public domain, where only the personal and the individual are
recognizable and the political is no longer a contested domain, are indeed
at the heart of “post” ðfeminist/raceÞ discourses. For instance, what hap-
pens to the key feminist construct of “the personal is political” when the
political ðthe collective public domain of politicsÞ is reduced to the per-
sonal? Questions of oppression and exploitation as collective, systematic
processes and institutions of rule that are gendered and raced have diffi-
culty being heard when neoliberal narratives disallow the salience of collec-
tive experience or redefine this experience as a commodity to be consumed.
If all experience is merely individual, and the social is always collapsed into
the personal, feminist critique and radical theory appear irrelevant—unless
they confront these discursive shifts.

Neoliberal discursive landscapes in the academy, and in state and trans-
national governance practices, are characterized by the privatization of the
social justice commitments of post-1960s radical social movements and their
attendant insurgent knowledges ðoriginally institutionalized in women’s and
gender studies, race and ethnic studies, etc.Þ. Privatizing commitments to
race, class, and gender justice requires removing the social significance of
racism, classism, or ðheteroÞsexism as institutionalized systems of power and
inequality from the public domain, substituting individual prejudice and
psychological dispositions or expressions of “hate” instead. This is a per-
fect example of a discursive shift, of a threshold of disappearance whereby
critical feminist epistemological claims regarding experience, like “the per-
sonal is political,” are transformed into privatized notions of individual ex-
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perience. Here, political agency itself is redefined as an act of consump-
tion, and I would argue that theory—feminist and/or antiracist—is traf-
ficked as a commodity disconnected from its activist moorings and social
justice commitments ðGiroux 2003Þ.

The interwoven processes of privatization, consumption, and commodi-
fication of theory result in a politics of representation or a politics of pres-
ence disconnected from the power and political economy of rule. The epis-
temological and methodological claims of feminist and antiracist thought
are transformed into a privatized politics of representation, disconnected
from systematic critique and materialist histories of colonialism, capitalism,
and heteropatriarchy ðwhat Coogan-Gehr ½2011$ calls a politics of territorial-
ityÞ. This representational, discursive politics of gender, race, class, sexuality,
and nation, disconnected from its materialist moorings, can thus be con-
sumed more easily in institutional spaces. The complex political economy
focus ðhighlighting power and hierarchyÞ of much feminist, antiracist the-
ory, for instance, is either reduced to a politics of representation/presence/
multiculturalism or seen as irrelevant in the context of a so-called postrace/
postfeminist society. Thus, race and gender justice commitments, among
others, are recoded as a politics of presence ðor benign representation of
various differencesÞ in neoliberal universities.

Similarly, the appropriation of feminism in the expansion of the neo-
liberal project is also visible in the depoliticized notion of difference mobi-
lized by neoliberal state regimes. Donna F. Murdock ð2003Þ shows how the
neoliberal state relies on feminist nongovernmental organizations ðNGOsÞ
for a theory of gender minus a feminist critique of power relations. This
depoliticization of feminist theory is the basis for rhetorical commitments
to gender justice that actively erase corresponding commitments to social
transformation. Murdock argues persuasively that neoliberal states use
gender-and-development discourse to underwrite a retrenchment from rad-
ical feminist politics—delegitimating and domesticating such politics. The
state is thus made “postfeminist” before feminists achieve gender justice!

The privatization and depoliticization of social justice commitments
through representational politics in neoliberal landscapes requires a pro-
found flattening of difference. Bronwyn Davies and Peter Bansal ð2010Þ
argue that neoliberal governmentality produces generic institutions and
generic subjects while systematically dismantling the will to critique. Knowl-
edge projects are detached from their local and historical moorings and re-
attached to the global market as “this place” becomes “every other place”
and “this subject” becomes “every other subject” ðDavies and Bansal 2010,
14Þ. It is this flattening of difference in the neoliberal knowledge economy
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that should be of interest to all of us. The transformation of gender and
racial justice commitments into representational discourses and practices
of diversity and multiculturalism in the US academy is a case in point. If
feminist scholars are to preserve their commitments to gender, race, and
sexual justice ðthe heart of radical, systemic, intersectional, antiracist fem-
inist projectsÞ, they/we must attend closely to notions of diversity that em-
brace generic conceptions of difference that are flattened, privatized, and
shorn of a critique of power.

Katharyne Mitchell ð2003Þ explores the connections between state for-
mation, economic organization, and educational systems in countries with
large immigrant populations like the United Kingdom, the United States,
and Canada by analyzing the shift from multiculturalism and ethical liber-
alism as key national narratives of unification in the period from the 1960s
to the early 1980s to what she calls “strategic cosmopolitanism.” As the
transnational, neoliberal landscape of global competitiveness restructured
citizenship in the 1990s, strategic cosmopolitanism became associated with
shrinking welfare states, privatization, and a culture of efficiency and account-
ability. The radical politics of difference and the social justice movements of
the 1960s, 1970s, and early 1980s were domesticated as social contract
management and individual patriotism eclipsed robust conceptions of the
collective and the public good. When the market logic embedded within
neoliberal governmentality infiltrates knowledge projects in the university
and the will to critique is either absent or penalized, there are dire conse-
quences for radical women of color and for transnational, antiracist feminist
projects.5

Conservative scholars, media pundits, and popular magazines and news-
papers began referring to a postfeminist and postrace society just as the
project of the neoliberal restructuring of education gained traction around
the globe. This shift in vocabulary from feminism to postfeminism and
from race ðand racismÞ to postrace ðand postracismÞ in popular culture was
meant to signify a movement beyond “old” forms of domination and in-
equality like racism, sexism, and ðheteroÞpatriarchy. Thus, in a postrace,
postfeminist universe, the very categories of gender and racial difference no
longer signify social values, or power hierarchies—they are rather “market
niches” ðGiroux 2003, 209Þ. Similarly, the move to transcend intersectional
approaches in favor of a postintersectional stance is analogous to the post-

5 The Occupy Wall Street movement that began in 2011 is an important counterpoint

to this neoliberal domestication of difference, naming as it does the 99 percent versus the

1 percent in terms of political and economic domination and marginalization. For a brief anal-

ysis, see Eisenstein and Mohanty ð2011Þ.
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race, postfeminist move. Postmodern skepticism applied to intersectionality
converts what originated as a compelling theory of the interwoven struc-
tures and inequities of power to an inert theory of identity that emphasizes
difference over commonality, coalition, and contestation.

Feminist scholars have examined the ideological refashioning of racial
justice as colorblindness and neoliberal racism, which result in the nor-
malization of a market democracy and privatized notions of agency. Rachel
Luft’s ð2009Þ analysis of the flattening of difference in discourses of color-
blindness suggests that the social denial of prejudice is accompanied by
a denial of the very history of the structural presence of race and racism
in the US political landscape. Brenda R. Weber ð2010Þ notes that the con-
gruence of postfeminism and neoliberalism privileges entrepreneurial suc-
cess and the ideology of individual agency as the solution to social ills,
actively undercutting forms of political solidarity that are the basis for fem-
inist and racial justice struggles. Weber argues that a postfeminist, neolib-
eral narrative normalizes the view that every woman is an island, that
every woman provides for herself and has no need for tax-funded support
or communal solidarities. The result is a privatization of difference, a depo-
liticization of hierarchy, and a narrow construal of agency incompatible
with all collective forms of struggle for social justice.

In her cogent analysis of the legal academy, Margaret Thornton ð2003Þ
says that neoliberal rationalities accompanied by a managerial discourse
of diversity ðrather than the discordant realities of gender and racial injus-
ticeÞ have had a major impact on the sustainability of radical feminist and
critical race projects in the academy. Similarly, Weber ð2010Þ argues that
postfeminism and neoliberalism share a logic of “ideological neutrality”
ð126Þ, which leads to the rejection of feminism as a social project in favor
of marketing one’s identity as congruent with social norms.

To demonstrate how the privatization and management of difference
in the context of postfeminist, postrace discourses influence the cross-
border travel of radical feminist, antiracist projects, the next section of this
essay reflects on how my own scholarship has traveled in three discrete geo-
graphical/national spaces—Sweden, Mexico, and Palestine. I focus on my
own work here mainly because it points to some interesting cross-border
dialogues, but such an analysis can also be performed for radical ideas from
many other sources and contexts. This analysis of my work, and the extended
dialogues with feminist scholar-activists at these sites, represents place-based
struggles for gender justice and demonstrates how ideas are used or mis-
used, developed, expanded, and enriched in relation to particular geopo-
litical contexts and communities.
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Feminism across borders: Geopolitical translations

Undertaken to promote the objectives of gender, class, and racial justice, my
scholarship and activism over the past three decades have been read and
understood in multiple ways, varying with the material conditions and con-
texts of their reception.6 The uses and translations of my work as it is em-
bodied in particular sites, communities, and feminist projects illustrates
both the productive adaptations of decolonizing antiracist feminist thought
and the pitfalls of the convergence of postmodernist feminism and neolib-
eral logics in the academy.

Two essays of mine, in particular, have crossed multiple borders: “Under
Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses” ðMohanty
1986Þ and “‘Under Western Eyes’ Revisited: Feminist Solidarity through
Anticapitalist Struggles” ðMohanty 2003bÞ. Reflecting on place-based re-
ception and critical framing of this work illuminates the traffic in theory—
the politics ðand commodificationÞ of theoretical travel across social/cultural
and national borders.

The transition from “Under Western Eyes” to “‘Under Western Eyes’
Revisited” marks my explicit engagement with the rise of neoliberalism
and the normalization of corporate practices in the academy. The circula-
tion of these works in various geopolitical locales reveals feminist complic-
ity in imperial and capitalist/neoliberal projects and points to the limitations
of knowledge-making projects in academia. It also signals the continued
relevance of systemic analyses of decolonization and resistance in transna-
tional feminist praxis. “Under Western Eyes” was written frommy location
as a part-time teacher in the US academy, as an immigrant “third-world”
woman at an elite institution. Written fifteen years later, “‘Under Western
Eyes’ Revisited” marked a shift in my own location to a full professor of
women’s and gender studies in a less elite but still predominantly white
liberal arts college. “Under Western Eyes” is an intervention explicitly ad-
dressing the colonizing gestures of feminist scholarship about women in
the third world. It was written from within the context of a vibrant political
and scholarly community of radical antiracist, transnational US women of
color and a large and growing body of critical work by feminists from the
global South. The essay was anchored in the experience of marginalization
ðand colonizationÞ of the knowledges and intellectual agency of immigrant
women of color in the United States. It was intended both as a critique of

6 For a sampling of critiques and responses to my work, see Marchand and Parpart ð1995Þ,
Saliba ð1995Þ, Okin ð1998Þ, Clark ð2002Þ, Mendoza ð2002Þ, McLaughlin ð2004Þ, Ayotte and
Husain ð2005Þ, Gupta ð2006Þ,Moallem ð2006Þ, Bradford ð2007Þ, andMama ð2009Þ.
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the universalizing and colonizing tendencies of feminist theorizing and as
a methodological intervention arguing for historicizing and contextualiz-
ing feminist scholarship. “Under Western Eyes” had a clear political purpose
and was written in collective solidarity with antiracist, cross-cultural feminist
activist projects in the 1980s.

The publication journey of “Under Western Eyes” is instructive. It was
first rejected by Signs. One external reader complained, “why did you waste
my time on this essay? It says nothing of value!”7 The essay was subsequently
published in 1986 ðin an issue dated 1984Þ by the Left literary/cultural
studies journal boundary 2. It was immediately picked up and reprinted by
the British feminist journal Feminist Review and simultaneously translated
and published in German and Dutch feminist journals. “Under Western
Eyes” thus made its way into the US feminist academy via Europe. Since
its publication in 1986, “Under Western Eyes” has been reprinted in nu-
merous anthologies of feminist, postcolonial, area, development, and cul-
tural studies, and translated into more than twenty Asian, Latin Ameri-
can, and Western and Eastern European languages. In the past twenty-five
years, this essay has traveled widely across disciplinary, national, and lin-
guistic borders. It is used as required reading in numerous disciplines from
anthropology and international relations to literary and visual studies.

In contrast to “Under Western Eyes,” “‘Under Western Eyes’ Revisited”
marks not only a shift in my own location in the US academy but also a
different intellectual/political moment of knowledge production as neo-
liberalism transformed material conditions in higher education in the
United States and elsewhere in the world. While my status as a professor
of women’s and gender studies with access to some institutional power
and an international audience was key to the way “‘Under Western Eyes’
Revisited” was received and the way it traveled across borders ðthis time
Signs solicited the essayÞ, the essay was also written as an intervention
into cross-cultural feminist thought. It was written in part to respond to
the ways that my previous work ðincluding “Under Western Eyes,”Þ had
been absorbed within a hegemonic intellectual culture of postmodern-
ism, primarily by rewriting the materialist basis of the discursive analysis
of power and the call for attentiveness to specificity, historicity, and dif-
ference among women in marginalized communities into what was de-
scribed, oddly enough, as support for a theoretical and methodological

7 It is interesting to note that Signs reviewed “Under Western Eyes” during early to mid-

1980s, a period described by Coogan-Gehr ð2011Þ as representing an example of a “threshold

of disappearance” ð89Þ of the epistemological and methodological contributions of US Black

feminists within feminist scholarship.
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emphasis on “the local” and “the particular”—hence, against all forms of
generalization. This particular misreading of my work ignored the ma-
terialist emphasis on a “common context of struggle” ðMohanty 2003b,
507Þ and undermined the possibility of solidarity across differences.8

As in earlier work, “‘Under Western Eyes’ Revisited” focuses on deco-
lonizing feminism, a politics of difference and commonality, and specifying,
historicizing, and connecting feminist struggles. The problematic reading of
my earlier work meant that the material and historical continuities that were
important to my argument in “Under Western Eyes” were lost in transla-
tion—as was the deep critique of Western feminist theory that called for a
rethinking of how cross-cultural work is done in the context of racist and
colonialist legacies. “‘Under Western Eyes’ Revisited” was written to ad-
dress these losses and the depoliticization of my original project, as well as
to model a form of feminist theorizing in the early twenty-first century—
a feminist anticapitalist critique that constitutes a radical intervention in a
neoliberal academic culture and corporate academy, advanced in conjunc-
tion with the rise of antiglobalization solidarity movements around the
world.

While “Under Western Eyes” was written from a personal and institu-
tional space of colonization and marginalization within Western feminism
and the US academy, “‘Under Western Eyes’ Revisited” was written from
the experience of struggling against neoliberal culture and postmodernist
hegemony within the feminist theory establishment and women’s and gen-
der studies departments. I consider both essays to be oppositional gestures
in feminist knowledge production in the United States. In 2003, “‘Under
Western Eyes’ Revisited” was also an insurgent knowledge practice that
claimed anticapitalist and anti-imperialist feminist space in the center of
the corporate academy and contested the neoliberal appropriation of gen-
der, race/ethnicity, and sexuality as “disciplined” objects of study. I was
not claiming a voice for “third-world women” in the academy, since that
project was already underway in the larger antiracist feminist/women-of-
color communities, and it was already being domesticated by a neoliberal
intellectual culture.

My intentions as an author, however, cannot control how my works
are read. The final section of this essay traces the way my work has been
taken up in different sites as it travels across borders. “Under Western Eyes”

8 Scholars like Kevin Ayotte and Mary Husain ð2005Þ, Jyotsna Agnihotri Gupta ð2006Þ, and
Chao-Ju Chen ð2007Þ, on the other hand, draw specifically on the connections between speci-

ficity and generalization, on the notions of solidarity across difference and the politics of ac-

countability.
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has resonated with readers who encounter the essay as immigrant, third-
world women and women of color in academic and activist spaces where
the narrow experiential politics of knowledge that “Under Western Eyes”
critiques has significance. “‘Under Western Eyes’ Revisited” has been em-
braced by intellectuals, teachers, and activists in anticapitalist, antiglob-
alization, materialist feminist communities. Yet both essays have also been
misread. In the context of the neoliberal, postmodern/poststructural cap-
illary politics of mobility, both have been read too quickly as essentialist
and reductive. In the end, however, these travels also expose the limits of
the “posts” as knowledge-making projects.

Mapping place-based knowledges and the traffic in feminist thought

Arturo Escobar ð2008Þ suggests that theories of difference travel between
place-based meanings and enactments of Eurocentric/colonial globality.
Discussing the geopolitics of knowledge, Escobar rightly says that “the
dynamic of an imperial globality and its regime of coloniality” is “one of
the most salient features of the modern colonial world system in the early
twenty-first century” ðEscobar 2008, 4Þ. Brazilian feminist Claudia de Lima
Costa ð2006Þ frames the geopolitics of knowledge in terms of the uneven
migration of analytical categories across borders, a process that causes
some knowledge to be “lost in translation” as it travels to different hemi-
spheres. Claiming that analytical categories have different rationalities de-
pending on place, Costa looks at the traffic in theory by examining the ways
that foundational feminist concepts like gender and women of color have
traveled between US Latina and Latin American feminist spaces. Escobar
and Costa both draw attention to North-South historical divides and to
the colonial misappropriations and faulty translations of place-based the-
ories of difference. Both suggest the need to reflect on the traffic in theory
in a neoliberal landscape governed by global coloniality and Eurocentric
globality. Writing about “traveling theories,” Richa Nagar ð2002Þ raises
questions about accountability and political commitments in the theoret-
ical languages and frames mobilized by transnational feminist scholars.9

Drawing on these ideas about the relation of place-based knowledge
practices and cross-border traffic in theory, I explore below the way my
ideas are read, understood, and utilized in Sweden, Mexico, and Palestine.
In each space, the work is available in English and in translation ðSwedish,
Spanish, and ArabicÞ. Although my work has traveled to other sites, I have
chosen to focus on these locations because I can draw on multiple levels

9 See also Alvarez ð2000Þ.
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of engagement and collaboration with colleagues in these spaces. Thus, I
can address questions of translation and travel of concepts as well as my
own accountability to the ideas and communities I work with.10 At each
site, I begin with a brief discussion of the impact of neoliberalism and
global coloniality on the knowledge economy and gender justice commit-
ments and then explore the way my work is utilized by feminist colleagues
engaged in struggles for gender, class, and racial justice in their own local/
global contexts. The discussion of my work as it is taken up by activist and
academic feminists in these sites indicates why systemic analyses of decol-
onization are so important for feminist communities—across borders.

Sweden is an interesting instance of neoliberal gender entanglements.
Sweden is touted as one of the most progressive countries in terms of gen-
der equity policy, and Swedish gender discourse is an example of close links
between the state and grassroots and academic feminists ðLykke 2004;
Liinason 2006, 2010, 2011Þ. Since the 1990s, women’s and gender stud-
ies projects and the equal opportunity policies of the Swedish state have
been quite closely linked. Mia Liinason argues that the concept of gender
is reproduced to underwrite a progressive success story ðgender equalityÞ
of the nation. Similarly, Nina Lykke, Christine Michel, and Maria Puig de
la Bellacasa ð2001Þ have argued that since the 1990s, European Union pol-
icies have provided political and economic legitimation of gender equality
at the national level, thus weaving the institutionalization of women’s and
gender studies together with national gender equality projects. The impact
of neoliberalism on women’s and gender studies programs in Europe has
entailed a shift from radical feminist critique to an emphasis on policy-
oriented work that produces “equal opportunity experts” ð115Þ.

In recent decades the development of antiracist and postcolonial femi-
nist thought in Sweden ðde los Reyes, Mulinari, and Molina 2002; Muli-
nari and Räthzel 2007Þ has led to pathbreaking scholarship on the racial
and class parameters of Swedish “gender equality.” Diana Mulinari and her
colleagues ð2007Þ draw on constructs of intersectionality and postcolonial

10 I draw on scholarly texts as well as personal communication with feminist scholars in

all three sites, posing a series of questions to a key feminist colleague in each site. These are

colleagues located within intellectual/activist communities I hold myself accountable to,

communities that in fact are a part of the transnational, antiracist, decolonizing feminist

project within which I situate myself. Clearly responses from single individuals do not con-

stitute systematic research, but they do provide an embodied and horizontal dialogue across

borders that is an important site of knowledge. These exchanges also answer a crucial question

that can only be asked and answered directly, that is, the struggles my work furthers in these

three sites.
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feminism to anchor studies in the field of postcolonial Nordic feminism.
These studies investigate notions of Nordic whiteness, exploring immigra-
tion policies and the centrality of race and ethnicity to the public land-
scape. The Swedish feminist debate on intersectionality and postcolonial
feminism is both vibrant and multidimensional. For this reason, I found it
particularly interesting to look at how my work has been engaged and the
struggles it seems to have made possible during a period when neoliberalism
has gained purchase in the Swedish state, academia, and grassroots feminist
movements.

Feminism without Borders was translated into Swedish in 2007. I can
only track citations to the work in English ða major limitation, I admitÞ, so
I asked antiracist, postcolonial feminist scholar Diana Mulinari some direct
questions about the impact of my work in Sweden.11 Mulinari’s assessment
suggests that the constructs and theoretical/methodological aspects of my
work, which have been utilized productively, include the critique of a Eu-
rocentric and colonizing discourse of Western feminist theory, the signifi-
cance of race and class intersectionality, the politics of location in the strug-
gles of women in the global South and women of color in the United
States ðwomen-of-color epistemologyÞ, and the anticapitalist feminist anal-
ysis and notion of solidarity across borders. According to Mulinari, these
themes have resonated in the academy, in art and cultural production, and in
antiracist activism.12

Yet Mulinari also identified “misreadings” of my work that occur
“through processes of appropriation . . . after acknowledging Mohanty in
terms of a totemic symbol, ðdespite everythingÞ ‘the center,’ ðwhiteÞ au-
thors continue the doing of whiteness as usual, seldom analyzing the lack

11 I asked similar questions to feminist colleagues in Mexico ðR. Aı́da Hernández CastilloÞ
and Palestine ðIslah JadÞ: “Can you describe briefly how you think my work is read in Sweden/

Mexico/Palestine? What constructs/formulations/ideas/theories are most useful? What inter-

ventions ðif anyÞ into hegemonic discourses does my work make possible? What limitations

can you identify in terms of how my work gets translated into a Swedish/Mexican/Palestinian

context? How is/can it be misread?”
12 I believe it is worth quoting Mulinari at length since her voice represents a particular locus

of struggle:

“Under Western Eyes”. . . is not only acknowledged as a pathbreaking intervention, it has

functioned as a basis for the analysis of how Eurocentric representations of “other

women” are at play in topics going from social policy to the media in Sweden and in

Scandinavia. Nearly all the works that take a critical approach towards the category of

“race” frame their analysis in the arguments developed in Mohanty’s article. Important

to underline is that the article has had an impact that goes beyond feminist academic

circles. . . .
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of women of color within the dynamics of knowledge production.”13

Mulinari’s astute observation sheds light on the impact of neoliberalism on
antiracist feminist projects, illuminating the appropriation of my work
through a citational politics ðuse of Mohanty as “a totemic symbol”Þ, a
rhetorical gesture disconnected from the systemic and materialist analysis of
power. Thus, even as my work has had a significant impact in Swedish in-
tellectual, cultural, and activist circles, Mulinari charts an “appropriation.”
By “doing . . . whiteness as usual,” hegemonic feminist knowledge pro-
duction traffics antiracist feminist scholarship across borders, domesticating
women-of-color epistemology in ways that either erase or assimilate it into
a Eurocentric feminist globality. This is a powerful example of a represen-
tational politics characteristic of neoliberal landscapes that manages to erase
the fundamental theoretical and methodological challenge of decoloniza-
tion, which is central to my work.

Feminist scholarship in Latin America reveals different aspects of the
limits and possibilities of traveling theories. Claudia de Lima Costa’s work
ð2000, 2006Þ first introduced me to a discussion of what is “lost and
found” in the translation of feminist theory across borders. Costa argues
that the traffic in theory and the global export of feminist concepts across
borders must be understood in terms of dominant and subordinate in-
stitutional configurations and historiographies across the North/South
divide. Although Costa focuses specifically on US Latina and Latin Ameri-
can feminist translations, the theoretical points she makes about the po-
tential untranslatability of certain concepts like women of color and the
uneven migration of foundational concepts like gender are important con-
siderations in understanding how my own work crosses geopolitical intel-

. . . Mohanty’s work has in different ways made it nearly impossible to discuss gender

without engaging in an intersectional analysis of the different axes of power inscribed in

gendered identities with special emphasis on the category of “race.” . . . Third World

Women and the Politics of Feminism puts the Global South in general and women in

particular at the center of the doing of ðfeministÞ theory and has broken new ground

regarding the location and the position of Southern feminisms.

Feminism without Borders has had an impact not only among postcolonial, antiracist

scholars but also on scholars exploring issues of social justice and solidarity. These new

developments in her scholarship have strongly contributed to creating a bridge between

postcolonial theory and labor studies and between critical development studies and

ethnic/racial studies. Mohanty’s focus and emphasis on labor makes her work unique

among postcolonial scholars, and this focus has been fruitful to introduce and to establish

feminist postcolonial analysis in labor and organization studies. ðE-mail exchange be-

tween Diana Mulinari and author, November 5, 2011Þ
13 Ibid.
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lectual spaces. Costa’s discussion of the way “gender” replaces “feminism”
in the Brazilian academy is echoed in Liinason’s ð2010Þ analysis of how
“gender” replaces “women” in the Swedish context. Both indicate the as-
similation and domestication of feminism in neoliberal academic contexts.
Focusing specifically on Ecuador and Brazil, Lynne Phillips and Sally Cole
ð2009Þ describe two disparate “translations” of feminism in the era of late
neoliberalism, one from above and one from below ð187Þ. “UN-orbit”
feminism is an approach toward gender equality embedded in systematic
proposal-based global agendas ð187Þ. “Another-world” feminism is an-
chored in a decentralized, collaborative, diverse antiglobalization move-
ment ð187Þ. Each of these accounts identifies contexts in which there are
both faithful translations of insurgent knowledges and distorting appro-
priations.

In the Mexican context, scholars such as R. Aı́da Hernández Castillo
ð2002, 2010Þ, Anna Sampaio ð2004Þ, and Michelle Téllez ð2008Þ have de-
ployed my work to foreground the agency of poor and indigenous women,
drawing on notions of oppositional consciousness anchored in the lives
of some of the most marginalized communities of women to suggest possi-
bilities for feminist solidarity and alliance across borders.14 In addition, they
have used the notion of discursive colonialism to critique hegemonic Mexi-
can feminism from the epistemological space of indigenous women in Mex-
ico. As Hernández Castillo notes, my work has been particularly useful in
developing critiques of hegemonic urban feminism:

½Mohanty’s$ critique of the discursive colonialism of feminism has been
applied to the strategies of hegemonic urban feminism towards indig-

14 Hernández Castillo writes regarding the impact of “Under Western Eyes” for indige-

nous women’s resistance,

½Mohanty’s$ texts were translated and started to circulate broadly in a historical context in

which indigenous autonomic demands for constitutional reforms opened a debate about

how the recognition of collective rights and self-determination for indigenous peoples

could endanger indigenous women’s rights. In this context an important sector of the

hegemonic feminist movement opposed the recognition of autonomous indigenous

rights in the name of women’s rights, using racist discourses against indigenous cultures

and representing indigenous women only as victims of their patriarchal traditions. In this

debate, indigenous women activists rejected the feminist representation of their cultures

and denounced the colonial effect of these political and academic discourses. Some in-

digenous intellectuals started to use Chandra Mohanty’s work to criticize the colonial

effect that the victimization of indigenous women could have in their lives and struggles.

At the same time the texts were used in several seminars organized by indigenous women

in Guatemala, in which the subject of the decolonization of the Guatemalan academia was

discussed. Important Maya intellectuals ½such$ as Aura Cumes, Emma Chirix, and Gladys
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enouswomen. . . .The concept of discursive colonialism has been used
to refer to the power effect that the ½representation$ of indigenous
and Afro-Latina women ½as victims$ can have in the lives and struggles
of these groups. Also the concept of transcultural feminist work and
the politics of solidarity has been used to reflect about the need to
create links and alliances between different women in this difficult his-
torical moment of militarization ðin the name of the anti-drug warÞ
and criminalization of social movements.

Chandra Mohanty’s theoretical-political work has contributed to
the development of an indigenous women thought that is question-
ing ethnocentric visions of academic and political feminism in Mexico
and its difficulty understanding evidence that subordination and gen-
der inequality are not isolated, but intersect with ethnic exclusion,
class, race and religion, etc. We could say that ½her work$ has de-
centered hegemonic conceptions of gender contributing to the re-
conceptualization of the concept of gender as a multidimensional cat-
egory. Maya intellectuals from Guatemala in dialog with [Mohanty’s$
work are calling for recognition that there are multiple ways to articu-
late identities and gender projects within the constellation of actors
and movements of a diverse and unequal Latin America.15

Hernández Castillo ðrightlyÞ suggests that an adequate critique of capital-
ism in the Latin American context must also engage a discussion of the
globalization of the penal state. And she pinpoints particular contexts in
which misreadings of my work occur: “Some urban Mexican feminists
think that the first article generalizes ‘white, urban feminism,’ repeating the
same mistakes that the article criticizes by homogenizing academic femi-
nism.”16 This critique of the homogenization of academic feminism is an-
chored in a familiar postmodernist argument where “differences within” al-
ways trump critical analyses of dominant discourses, leading to a refusal to
identify the existence of a hegemonic feminism that has systematic effects
on marginalized communities. Thus, the very aspects of my work that are
useful to indigenous and Maya feminist intellectuals in identifying discur-
sive colonialism inMexican academic and political feminism and in calling for
the self-representation of indigenous women are dismissed by a critique that
refuses to acknowledge its own hegemonic will to power in the neoliberal

15 Ibid.
16 Ibid.

Tzul have used Mohanty’s texts to write about discursive colonialism and the need for

new strategies of self-representation. ðE-mail exchange between R. Aı́da Hernández

Castillo and author, November 18, 2011Þ

S I G N S Summer 2013 y 983

This content downloaded from 193.11.32.76 on Wed, 28 Aug 2013 10:11:39 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



postmodern culture of Mexican feminism and the Latin American academy.
Within privileged circles, my critique of the power of hegemonic feminism
from the epistemological space of marginalized communities of women is
misread as a representational politics focused primarily on differences within
academic feminism. While those involved in the analysis of power and the
systemic demystification of global capitalist and neocolonial processes from
the epistemic location of poor and marginalized communities of women
get me right, hegemonic versions of feminism, invested in privilege, tend
to misread my work. These patterns are also evident in the Palestinian con-
text, to which I turn now.

Neoliberalism is felt acutely in the context of the Palestinian women’s
movement. Given colonial occupation and the urgency of a national lib-
eration struggle, many Palestinian feminist scholar-activists like Islah Jad
ð2007, 2009Þ and Eileen Kuttab ð2008, 2010; see also Johnson and Kuttab
2001Þ call attention to the NGO-ization of the Palestinian women’s move-
ment post-Oslo. Since the first intifada, the impact of neoliberalism and co-
lonial occupation have led to a dependency on donor-driven NGO funding,
engendering a professionalization of social movements. Jad ð2007Þ argues
that this NGO-ization has led to the co-optation of grassroots social move-
ments that posed a direct challenge to the occupation, opting instead for
issue-based policy changes. Kuttab ð2008, 2010Þ also explores the post-
Oslo shaping of Palestinian feminism by neoliberal global frameworks, sug-
gesting that since the 1990s, professionalized feminist NGOs have shifted
the local focus from the intertwining of gender and national liberation to
an international gender equity focus. According to Jad, it is in this context
of depoliticization and professionalization of grassroots feminist struggles
that my work entered the Palestinian intellectual/political feminist com-
munity:

Your work came to Palestine in a moment where the discourse of
“peace negotiation as the only option” was starting to prevail after the
first Palestinian popular uprising in 1987. Yourwork helped a great deal
to deconstruct this hegemonic discourse that was working to mar-
ginalizewhat canbe called“ahomegrown feminism”notdrivenbynew
liberal and universal discourse on women’s rights. Your work was
a cornerstone that helped us to defend our own notion of “mili-
tant feminism” that seeks to liberate the country and women in the
same time.

I think it deconstructed once and for all the notion of “sisterhood
is global.” ½Instead$ you founded “sisterhood” on the basis of solidar-
ity and resistance to empire and to global capital, ½reversing a tendency
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to see$ contemporary feminism as “apolitical” and narrowly focused on
“women” in isolation from their context.17

Unlike Mulinari and Hernández Castillo, Jad says categorically that my
work “was not misread at all by us here; on the contrary it gave us a huge
energy for reclaiming our ‘militant feminism’ and it helped a great deal to
discredit the ‘peace negotiation’ camp that worked hard with donor fund-
ing to ‘bring Israeli and Palestinian women’ to build peace, assuming that
feminism per se is capable to do wonders. Your work brought us back the
spirit of resistance as the basis for solidarity.”18 Here again, Jad’s assess-
ment of the impact of my work suggests that the migration of concepts
like discursive colonization; anticapitalist, anti-imperialist feminism; and
solidarity based on mutuality and accountability is most significant in the
Palestinian context. Indeed, Jad concurs with Mulinari and Hernández
Castillo that the most important contribution of my work lies in the de-
colonization of knowledge, the politics of differences and commonality,
and historicizing and specifying women’s struggles and identities in the
context of anticolonial, anticapitalist struggles within a neoliberal global
culture.

Situating my work in the context of powerful divisions within transna-
tional feminist praxis, Mulinari, Hernández Castillo, and Jad perceive my
work as a critical intervention against hegemonic academic/political femi-
nist formations. It creates a discursive space in which to decolonize feminist
hegemonies by according epistemic privilege to the most marginalized com-
munities of women. Thus, all three scholar-activists develop, in their own
contexts, one of the central theoretical and methodological points of my
work—the focus on a decolonization of feminist scholarship and theory and
on women-of-color epistemology. Thus, this women-of-color epistemology
inserts questions of racialization and the politics pertaining to racial/ethnic
immigrant women intoNordic and Swedish feminist discourses, questions of
indigenous women’s struggles and agency into Latin American feminist
engagements, and questions of Palestinian feminist militancy and agency
into discourses of peace and reconciliation in the Israeli/Palestinian feminist
context.19 Each identifies systemic analyses of domination and resistance as
key to radical feminist praxis—racism and anticapitalism/labor movements

17 E-mail exchange between Islah Jad and author, November 6, 2011.
18 Ibid.
19 This is in contrast to Moallem’s ð2006Þ critique of a modernist feminist internationalist

agenda ðunder which my work is subsumedÞ; there are no “others” to be rescued or centered in

these articulations of my work.
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ðSwedenÞ, colonialism and racism/indigenous agency ðMexicoÞ, and colo-
nialism/militant indigenous feminism ðPalestineÞ. It is significant that the
communities that find my work useful in all three spaces—immigrant, in-
digenous, women of color—are mirrored in the United States as well, once
again emphasizing the significance of systematic analysis of colonization and
resistance while signaling the limits of the “post.”20

Yet it is precisely the power of decolonizing feminist thought, grounded
in women-of-color epistemology and engaging in systemic analysis, that
global coloniality seeks to suppress. I began this essay with a discussion of
neoliberal intellectual landscapes and the privatization and depoliticization of
gender and racial justice commitments through the domestication of fem-
inist thought in state and transnational governance practices, in academic/
institutional cultures, and in the transformation of social movements into
donor-driven social contracts. One of the primary aspects of this discus-
sion was the privatization of social divisions and the individualization of ex-
perience—the collapse of notions of collectivity into the personal and the
transformation of power and political agency into acts of consumption.21

As this brief examination of divergent receptions of my work in hege-
monic and counterhegemonic sites makes clear, there is a threshold of dis-
appearance of intersectional, systemic antiracist feminist projects within these
neoliberal intellectual landscapes. Indiscriminately extending an overly gen-
eral postmodernist skepticism to all social and political theory would serve
the neoliberal agenda very well.22 The neoliberal privatization and domesti-
cation of social justice commitments can go hand in hand with the post-
modernist/poststructuralist dissolution of the systemic critiques of struc-
tures and institutions evident in intersectional, transnational materialist
feminist engagements. This compromising of our politics reminds us that
it is always important to turn the critique of privilege on ourselves. The
dissolving of the systemic analyses of women of color and transnational
feminist projects into purely discursive ðrepresentationalÞ analyses of rup-
tures, fluidity, and discontinuities symptomatic of poststructural critique
contributes to a threshold of disappearance of materialist antiracist femi-
nist projects that target the state and other governing institutions. It is this

20 See, especially, discussions of my work in Saliba ð1995Þ, Clark ð2002Þ, Ayotte and Husain

ð2005Þ, Gupta ð2006Þ, and Mama ð2009Þ.
21 For useful discussions of postfeminism, neoliberalism, and the knowledge economy, see

Larner ð1995Þ,Hall andRodriguez ð2003Þ, Staunæs ð2003Þ, Braidotti ð2005Þ, Davies, Gottsche,

and Bansal ð2006Þ, Genz ð2006Þ, Shope ð2006Þ, Choudry ð2007Þ, Feigenbaum ð2007Þ, Mc-

Robbie ð2007Þ, and McClennen ð2008–9Þ.
22 I have made similar critiques of postmodern skepticism elsewhere. See Alexander and

Mohanty ð1997, xvii–xviii; 2010Þ and Mohanty ð2003b, 504–5; 2011Þ.
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danger of the appropriation of radical women of color and transnational
feminist projects that should be of deep concern to us all.

The discussion of the travel and translation of my own work suggests
the continuing importance of systemic analyses in radical antiracist femi-
nist projects. It also points to the limits of knowledge projects in neoliberal
academies. What would it mean to be attentive to the politics of activist
feminist communities in different sites in the global South and North as they
imagine and create cross-border feminist solidarities anchored in struggles
on the ground? How would academic feminist projects be changed if we
were accountable to activist/academic communities like the ones identified
by Mulinari, Hernández Castillo, and Jad? I believe we need to return to
the radical feminist politics of the contextual as both local and structural
and to the collectivity that is being defined out of existence by privatization
projects. I think we need to recommit to insurgent knowledges and the
complex politics of antiracist, anti-imperialist feminisms.

Department of Women’s and Gender Studies
Syracuse University
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